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FATAL MISSTEPS
Death in Hogarth's Engravings
Debra Taylor

enry Fielding calls "the ingenious" Hogarth "one of
the most useful satyrists any Age hath produced. In
his excellent Works you see the delusive Scene
exposed with all the Force of Humour, and, on casting your Eyes on
another Picture, you behold the dreadful and fatal Consequence."^
Indeed, there are many scenes of such "dreadful and fatal consequence"
in Hogarth's repertoire. Examples include "A Harlot's Progress,"
where Moll Hackabout, naive country girl turned prostitute and watch
thief, dies and is blasphemously waked. "Gin Street" features the
deadly dangers of indulging in that most pernicious of lower-class vices.
"The Four Stages of Cruelty" culminates in a graphic autopsy that hints
at cannibalism. Finally, Marriage a la Mode ends with a murder, a
suicide and a hanging.
While it is certainly true that Hogarth's mission to capture daily
life would necessarily include its condusion in death, there are larger
social implications to be found in his depictions of demise. In fact, the
deceased individuals are typically portrayed as mere puppets in a larger
drama, one controlled by apathy, corruption and greed—one where
those who should be benefactors use their stations for wickedness.
Even such evil-doers as Tom Nero, the central figure of "Four Stages,"
while not completely and indisputably vindicated, are revealed to be

' Quoted in Ronald Paulson, Hogarth: His Life, His Art,and Times, 2 volumes (NewHaven and
London: Yale University Press, 1971),1:468
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hostages with limited mobility in a world which encourages, models,
and perfects their bad behavior.
In the last plate of "A Harlot's Progress," Moll Hackabout is being
"mourned" by an unusually distracted collection of attendants. While
some figures are clothed in traditional funerary dress, and some might
initially appear to be grieving, there is no actual sadness at her death.
Two women in the background appear to be crying, but their tears are
more likely due to the alcohol they are consuming than to actual grief.
Moll's son in the foreground appears pensive and concentrated, but he
is actually busying himself with a toy. The woman on the far right,
whom Lichtenberg colorfully calls a "Patagonia face,"^ has been
identified by Austin Dobson as "a procuress named Bentley"' and
Ronald Paulson confirms this, commenting that her loss of income
through Moll's death "explains her passionate lamentation."^ Further
more, Sean Shesgreen adds that her grief is "inspired as much by the
brandy bottle at her side."^ A woman lifts the coffin lid to gaze at the
departed Moll, but Shesgreen calls her look one of "detached curiosity,
rather than...grief or reflection."' One woman even holds a handker
chief, dabbing her eye, but is more concerned about the condition of
her finger, as inspected by her companion, than the death of Moll.
Lichtenberg comments extensively on these figures in his inimitable
style:
The sufferer has warts on her fingers and, as is well known,
the dead know better how to remove warts than the living.
The lady without spectacles seems to think only of ways and
means of bringing a wart between the fingers in contaa with
the corpse. The problem is not easy. If the nose will not do
it, nothing else will. This makes the poor creature cry. But
only think what a rogue our artist is, even in his disguises. He
conceals a wanton thought and the concealment itself is again
an act of wantonness, deep too but more comprehensible

'Georg C.Lichtenberg, TheWorld of Hogarth,translated Innes and GustavHeidan (Cambridge:
Riverside Press, 1966), 71.
' Austin Dobson, WUliam Hogarth. (New York: McClnre, 1907), 35.
•* Ronald Paulson, Hogarth's Graphic Works, 2 volumes (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1965).1149.
' Sean Shesgreen, Engravings by Hogarth (New York: Dover, 1973), 23.
' She^reen, Engravings, 23.
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than the first, though quite unconnected with it. I have heard
of a type of politics, deep and unfathomable, being disguised
as another, also deep but fathomable, and unconnected with
the first (newspaper politics), but I never heard of this sort of
satire. The wart-remover, who is in charge of the operation
here, has two of them herself, but on her brows like horns
sprouting. Having brought the interpretation as far as this,
the moral becomes easier and easier, which is evidently that
of the beam and the mote and the brother's eye.^
This dichotomy between appearance and reality recalls the first plate
of the series. Here, a bawd welcomes the newly-arrived Moll to
London, her touch while seeming a caress, assesses the merchandise.
This procuress is a fascinating figure. As Derek Jarrett notes, "Mother
Needham, the real-life original of the bawd who turned country girls
into whores in Hogarth's series, died in May 1731, after being viciously
pelted in the pillory by the very people whom she served so well."*
Mother Needham, the irony of her maternal moniker intact, introduces
an important theme in the series—mal-intentioned benefactors. Ronald
Paulson notes that the harlot "suffers from a lack of attention by
supposedly humanitarian professional men."' In this plate and again in
plate 6, she is ignored by clergy; in plate 5, she is overlooked by the
doctors and is ultimately "less a study of corrupted innocence" than
"eager gullibility."^" While Paulson astutely comments on the Moll's
rejection by these potential father figures, there is also notably the
mother here, who plays a more active role in Moll's downfall. Thus,
both of her surrogate parents contribute significantly to Moll's demise.
The only dependable force in Moll's life, her sister of sorts, will be the
syphilitic servant who attends her and who is the only true mourner in
plate 6.
When looking at this concluding plate, one notices yet another
distracted clergyman. This one is fondling his female companion while
his drink spills into his lap in an ejaculatory fashion. Lichtenberg,
upset by such secular pleasures, questions whether he is indeed a man

' Lichtenberg, Hogarth,71-7i.
' Der^Jitrren,England in the Age of Hogarth (New York: Viking Press, 1974), 137.
' Paulson, Life, 1:255.
" Paulson, Life,1:255.
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of the cloth: "The man beside her is not a clergyman. We beg our
readers most earnestly not to entertain such a thought; anything like
that would necessarily be prejudicial to the artist, and thereby the
whole impression which this piece should make would be lost.There
is merely a clergyman's frock."" The object of his roving hands is
another noteworthy figure. Her gaze, out of the plate and at the
viewer recalls plate 3 where Moll gives us, her voyeuristic audience,
almost the same look. Commentators have typically seen this third
plate as the point where Moll's luck drastically reverses. Here, the
night watch is breaking in to search for her watch-thief highwayman
lover. Her room's decrepit condition is a distinct change from her
more luxurious life as a kept woman. However, there are remnants of
Moll's power, ones that show that she still has considerable authority.
First, she is literally ON TOP of her lover, who is hiding under the bed
(as betrayed by the cat). The hat and twigs indicate not only a potential
preference for flagellation but also hint at witchcraft, both of which
demonstrate female power. The hat contribures to these symbols of
power, of a dark sexuality which is able to escape the patriarchal
definitions of womanhood, for as the Whores Rhetorick notes, "I must
tell you: a Whore is a Whore, but a Whore is not a Woman; a being
obliged to relinquish all those frailties that render the Sex weak and
contemptible."" This early text recognizes the connection between
weakness and the traditional definitions of womanhood, and also
articulates that, to become powerful, women must transcend that
womanhood. Moll, before her death, does this. Demonstrating her
power, Moll attracts the gaze of the viewer.
If she is indeed a sister in subversion with the clergyman's
companion in plate 6, as their identical audience-challenging looks
would indicate, then clearly Moll's power does not die with her.
However, while this gaze and these objects demonstrate a type of
female strength, it is a temporary and transient one, one she does not
ultimately fully possess, and one that does not help her to evade her
fate. In this series, death has no real impact—nothing changes. There
is no grand realization of the need to change London's cruel seduction
of innocent girls. There is no grieving for the loss of life. There is

" Licktenberg, Hogarth, 74.
"Quoted inRobert Erickson,Mother Midnight: Birth, Sex, and Fate in Eighteenth-Century Fiction
(NewYoik: AMS Press, 1986), 35.
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simply persistence, of all the elements from the previous plates—thiev
ery, vanity, lust, indulgence. The forces of corruption that contributed
to her downfall are still intact, even in the funeral scene. Peter
Quennell states, "If Hogarth had a message to impart in 'A Harlot's
Progress,' at all events, it is not a message of a very lofty kind. That
vice seldom pays is the only conclusion we draw. Unlike Defoe's more
submissive heroines, Moll Hackabout does not round off a life of
indulgence by paying lip-service to the beauties of virtue. So far as we
can ascertain, she has never repented...Moll dies at the age of twentythree and it is the wastefulness, rather than the intrinsic wickedness, of
such a career that seems to have chiefly moved Hogarth."" Hogarth
seems less interested in Moll's wickedness than in the society that
allows for such a tragedy. Moll is ultimately an unimportant figure. If
the series was a mere detailing of one poor woman's unfortunate fate,
as his title suggests, or even if the work was meant to serve as a warning
to young women in general, Moll's death in plate 5 would have been a
more suitable ending. Jenny Uglow reports that many commentators
aaually preferred this alternate conclusion." Indeed, Austin Dobson
further reports that Rouquet, "Hogarth's own instructed interpreter,"
actually found that the "tragedy finishes naturally with the fifth
picture"^^ and Lichtenberg calls this sixth print a "Comedy after the
Tragedy.""
Instead, in plate 6, the culminating print, Moll is not visible. The
figure which catches one's eye most immediately is the clergyman's
companion, staring at us from the plate, clutching her twig not
coincidentally reminiscent of Moll's earlier energy. She becomes a
symbol of a larger social indictment. Further evidence for these charges
can be found on the right side of the plate where while the undertaker
admires a woman's glove, she steals his handkerchief, securing her
place, along with Moll, in the Sisterhood of Drury Lane, a sorority
combining the occupations of prostitute and thief. The figure in the
center of the plate—Moll's son—further underscores the fact that
Hogarth is not specifically blaming Moll. As Uglow notes, "One sign
of respect and compassion...was in showing that she kept her child

Peter Quennell, Hogarth's Process (New York; Viking Press, 1955), 102.
Jenny Uglow, Hogarth: A Lifeand a World (London: Faber and Faber, 1997), 208.
Dobson, Hogarthy 36.
Licbtenbei^, Hogarthy 80.
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alive, and even when she herself was dying in squalor her boy was fed
and stoutly clothed.'"'' Moll's son is a stark contrast to the doomed
Squanderfield child in Marriage a la Mode and the neglected offspring in
"Gin Lane." Finally, the coffin here is downplayed; Shesgreen even
comments that it is being used as a bar.'^ Thus, while this victim of the
corruption of London is virtually forgotten, this wasteful corruption
is alive and well in her story's final chapter.
Reminiscent of Moll's adoptive "Mother" Needham who initiates
her charge's destruction, "Gin Lane" gives us a fatally negligent mother
prominently foregrounded in the plate. Her consumption of the vile
titular substance has led her to drunkenly release her nursling to his
death. Derek Jarrett comments that his scene was not an uncommon
phenomenon as "Gin, was often taken, quite literally, with the
mother's milk."" He further notes that "Other children, perhaps more
fortunate, survived to take gin in a more direct form....In 1769, William
Buchan's immensely popular tract 'Domestic Medicine' asserted that
half of the children who died in London each year were killed by
laudanum, spirits or proprietary sedatives."^® While Buchan's figures
are likely an exaggeration, the awareness of a correlation between
infant mortality and gin consumption is one that clearly concerned
Hogarth and his contemporaries. Gin consumption was associated
most explicitly with the poor; Hogarth himself comments that the
plate, and its companion piece, "Beer Street," were designed to "reform
some reigning Vices peculiar to the lower Glass of People,"" and that
both works "were done when the dredfull consequences of gin drinking
was at its height. In gin lane every circumstance of its horrid effeas
were brought to view...nothing but Poverty misery and ruin are to be
seen Distress even to madness and death, and not a home in tolerable
condition but Pawnbrokers and the Gin Shop."^^ Hogarth forgets the

Uglow, Hogarth^ 326.
" Shesgreen, EngravingSy 23.
" Jarrett, Englandy 63.
Jarrett, Englandy 63.
Quoted in Uglow, Hogarth, 494.
Quoted in Uglow, Hogarth, 497.

Fatal Missteps

f'T'i:

•

•vswe -.1

Figure 1: William Hogarth, The Harlot's Progress, plate 3
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Figure 2: William Hogarth, The Harlot's Progress^ plate 6
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Figure 3; William Hogarth, Marriage a la Mode, plate 5
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Figure 4: William Hogarth, Gin Lane
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Figure 5: William Hogarth, The Four Stages of Cruelty, plate 1
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coffin maker, whose office is still in excellent condition. Further
horrors are visible in the plate. A man is hanging in the ruins of a
crumbling building. A skeletal figure ironically carries in his basket a
pamphlet titled "The Downfall of Madame Gin." The inscription over
the door of the bar reads, "Drunk for a penny/ Dead drunk for two
pence/ Clean straw for nothing." James Townley's poem at the
bottom of the plate reads:
Gin cursed Fiend with Fury fraught.
Makes human race a prey.
It enters by deadly draught
And steals our Life away
Virtue and Trueth driv'n to Despair
It's rage compells to fly
But cherishes with Hellish Care
Theft, Murder, Perjury
While the gin drinkers are themselves pitiable, the most dramatic and
tragic aspect of this plate is the effect of this mass drunkenness on the
children of the town.. The gleefully drunk center figure is not
particularly alarming, but her child plunging to his death is horrifying.
On one side of a print, a mother forces gin down the throat of another
infant, recalling Buchan's frightening statistics. A child weeps before
a coffin as a woman's body—perhaps his mother's—is lowered into it.
Another child is skewered by an ambling drunk, and two hungry
children are forced to share a bone with a dog.
As Moll was either ignored by her potential benefartors (or
seduced by them into prostitution), the children of Gin Lane are clearly
suffering for the sins of the parents. The blame again falls not on any
individual figure here, but on the social conditions which lead to and
encourage the behavior exhibited. Although Shesgreen states that "The
instances of the mother compelling her child to drink and the two
unaccompanied girls taking liquor suggest that Hogarth saw gin
addirtion as growing out of social as well as individual causes,"^' the
emphasis is on the social. As Hogarth's lower classes woxild have
recognized, and as Paulson points out, "Beer drinking is a product of

' Skesgreen, Engravings,76.
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prosperity and gin drinking of want."^^ Furthermore, unlike Hogarth's
other print series, which develop one character to trace his or her
downfall, "Gin Lane" presents us with a montage of alcoholism; there
is no one figure here to despise exclusively, no lone person clearly
acting on individual impulses. In fact, there seem to be no alternatives
in the plate, no options from which to choose. Individuals can be
condemned for selecting bad behavior, but acting without alternative
yields less culpability. The fault then rests, if Paulson is correct, on that
most ultimate of supposed benefactors—the paternal state—for allowing
such a divide to exist between the prosperous and the wanting.
Of the "Four Stages of Cruelty," Sean Shesgreen notes,
Humanitarian in impulse, these prints are aimed at the same
audience as "Beer Street" and "Gin Lane" and employ the
same techniques to achieve similar effects. In a passage just
subsequent to his discussion of "Beer Street" and "Gin Lane,"
Hogarth describes his intention and his art in this series: "The
four stages of cruelty, were done in hopes of preventing in
some degree that cruel treatment of poor Animals which
makes the streets of London more disagreeable to the human
mind.""
While Peter Quennell argues that this series, is "comparatively
uninspired" and that "both Virtue and Vice cut wooden and uninterest
ing figures,"^' I believe Hogarth achieves more subtlety here than is
typically granted. This series seems to be mainly about the accelerating
cruelty of the singularly evil Tom Nero, but it also depicts brutality as
widespread and fully institutionalized in English society. In plate 1,
Tom is pictured as the lovely child shoving the arrow into the anus of
a dog. Other children stage an impromptu and sparsely attended cock
fight. Various cruelties are being visited upon cats, including a cat fight
and an attempted flying attempt involving strapping wings to a cat.
One boy prophetically writes Nero's name under the picture of a
hangman.

" Ronald Paulson, Popular and Polite Art in the Age ofHogarth and Fielding (Notre Dame and
London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979), 6.
" Shesgreen, Engravings, 77.
" Quennell, Progress, 209.
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Jarrett comments that this scene "lies at the very core of the
English idea of pleasure" with "a fight to the death combined with the
chance to gamble.
Thus, the boys are merely mimicking accepted
behavior. Furthermore, there is a distinct lack of parental guidance in
the scene. As in "Gin Lane," there is no one here to model good
behavior. Importantly, Tom is not the only child participating in these
tortures, but he is the only one whose fate we will watch unfold. In the
second plate, an older Tom beats his own horse while a man takes
down his name, presumably to report his cruelty. The chaos of the
scene is intensifying—a loose bull in the very background of the plate
attacks and is pursued. A man spears a donkey. A small child is
crushed by the wheels of a cart. A man in the foreground beats his
sheep to death. Again, although this is Tom's story, there is the sense
that he is but one participant in a larger, largely unpunished scene.
Tom has progressed from dogs to horses, and the children of the first
plate could very well have grown into the adults of the second.
The Gothic setting of plate 3, aptly titled "Cruelty in Perfection,"
reveals one of Hogarth's most shocking designs. Tom, turned
highwayman, is arrested for the murder of his pregnant female
companion. Shesgreen, however, notes that Tom seems "himself
revolted at the sight of the pregnant corpse that he has hacked
sadistically and then murdered.Tom has indeed not only cut the
woman's throat, but has also sliced her arm and even her finger which
menacingly points to a tract called "God's Revenge Against Murder."
Though his punishment by hanging is forthcoming, Nero's look of
disbelief, even horror, at his actions is the closest the series comes to a
repentance. This touch of humanity in this figure whose cruelty has
known no bounds adds a new dimension to the character.
This bloody scene is not the most ghastly of the series. That
honor is held by the concluding plate, "The Reward of Cruelty," the
dissection of Tom's body. Commentators, noting the title's judgmental
ring, have discussed the suitability of the punishment for one who has
inflicted such tortures on others. Uglow comments, "This is a moral
as well as physical dissection. Tom's cursing tongue has been torn out
by its roots; his lusting eyes gouged out; his loveless heart thrown to a
mangy dog. Skulls and bones boil over a fire, like a cannibal rite, a
" Jarrett, Engfatid, 175.
" Shesgreen, Engravings, 79.
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visceral pagan sacrifice."^' While Shesgreen, too, notes that the "smiling
dog takes his revenge on Tom's cruelty to animals by eating his
heart,he also explains that the implications of cannibalism are even
stronger in earlier versions of the plate, and further points put the
"satire on surgeons...sadistic doctors, oblivious to the grotesqueness of
their autopsy delightfully carving up the corpse of Nero."" This is
institutionalized cruelty in the name of science—state sanctioned and
mamstreamed. Importantly, Paulson recognizes that the "assembled
surgeons...are enjoying their work as much as Nero enjoyed his in the
first plate,"" further underscoring the fact that Nero and his compan
ions are merely furthering a cycle of cruelty that extends from the
streets to the more learned members of society, among figures who
should serve as benefactors, even healers, to us all.
Moreover, Tom's autopsy would have had special significance for
Hogarth's lower-class audience. Paulson notes that they would
recognize the "taboos surrounding human dissection. The popular
beliefs that reverberate in the plate include the possibility of resuscita
tion after hanging, the magically therapeutic powers of a malefactor's
corpse and the ability of the spirit of the dead to return to the living.""
He reminds us that "the notorious Tyburn riots of the years leading up
to 1752...were aimed at rescuing the victim's body from disseaors...a
kind of class solidarity."" Uglow adds that "Hogarth's 'ordinary'
viewers might well have been on Tom's side," and concludes that here
"Hogarth himself is an anatomist, performing an autopsy on a diseased
society, a sharp-eyed disseaion."" Tom's death, then, becomes less of
a fitting punishment and more the scene of excessive display, revealing
a society which punishes cruelty with vulgarity and delights in the
power to do so. The tract to which Ann Gill's mutilated hand points
in the third plate ultimately reveals a deeper meaning for the se
ries—one that is distinctly opposed to capital punishment by marking
the territory as "God's Revenge." By usurping that power, the
dissectors of the final plate commit the most serious cruelties of all.
^ Uglow, Hogarthy 505.
SLesgreen, EngravingSy 80.
SLesgreen, EngravingSy 80.
" Paulson, Graphicy i 215.
" Paulson, Populary 8.
Paulson, Populary 8.
Uglow, Hogarthy 505-56.
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Uglow states that Nero's pointing finger "implicates both the people
and the 'constitution' that governs them. Crime, disorder and impulse
find their mirror image in punishment and law."'^ This condemnation
serves to make the series less a simple drama of "Virtue" and "Vice" and
more an unraveling of the complexity of individual action in a society
which only serves to perfect the cruelties that it punishes as unlawful.
Marriage a la Mode is the most explicit and specific in assigning
blame to parents for the deaths that occur in the series. By the time we
have reached plate 5, we have already seen the Count and Countess
Squanderfield's arranged marri^e and their separate assignations borne
from their inherent incompatibility. In this plate, we most clearly see
what Hogarth has hinted for four previous plates—the blamelessness,
even martyrdom, of the young couple's actions. The countess and her
lover, the lawyer Silvertongue (not insignificantly the writer of the
marriage contract), have retired for post-masquerade dalliances, only to
be surprised by the count. When a duel ensues, the count is killed, and
Silvertongue is escaping as the night watch bursts into the room. The
placement of the swords indicates the emasculation of the count.
Furthermore, Paulson notes that the circumstances of the marriage are
compared to prostitution;
He has indeed borrowed and injected a part of the traditional
Harlot's story from the popular Italian print cycles that he
did not use in the Harlot's Progress: the rivalry of lovers for
the harlot's favors, which leads to the fatal duel. The pictures
on the walls of the countess' boudoir may have been sug
gested by those in the parlor of the whore, Sarah Millwood,
George Barnwell's seducer, described in The History of George
Bamwell...xh.t bawd of the Harlot's Progress has now become
the parent.^^
Paulson also notes that the Harlot ultimately has some choice of her
life's direction, where there is no such choice in Marriage. Considering
the Squanderfield marriage legalized prostitution suggests another
comparison often made of the countess—to Mary Magdalene. In this
schema. Lord Squanderfield becomes the Christ figure; as Paulson
" Uglow, Hogarth, 506.
" Pavdson, Life,1:483-84.
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notes, his awkward death pose even recalls the prints Crucifixion and
Descent from the Cross,both of which feature Magdalene attending
Christ as the countess here attends her husband's side. This compari
son is further emphasized by the cross on the door. The countess, then,
becomes the redeemed whore, and her conniving, adulterous husband
is rendered impotent and is transformed into a martyr, sacrificed on the
altar of parental greed.
Hogarth's final plate in the series, showing the countess's child
caressing her dead mother's face, is one of the truly touching scenes in
his work. Her lover and her husband dead, the countess has poisoned
herself. Her daughter wears a leg brace and a patch—both signs of her
only inheritance. Quennell calls the child "Dead Sea fruit;"" her
syphilis, not to mention her sex, determine the end of the Squanderfield
line. Jarrett states that there is "a certain divine justice in it all, that
although God might visit the sins of the fathers upon the children at
least there are sins to be visited.But it is never that easy—the young
Squanderfields are, after all, in Paulson's words, "destined to become
what they are, formed by their parents and their respective societies"^'
and he notes the couple's comparison to "chained dogs and martyred
saints."^^ Thus if anyone is explicitly blamed, it is their parents. The
countess's father, who was so concerned with achieving social status
that he pawned his own daughter, is here unconcerned with the sad
scene, removing the wedding ring from his child's finger to preserve, at
least symbolically, the alliance, as well as to keep the jewelry out of the
hands of the state. Outside, the city is crumbling, revealing Hogarth's
true culprit in the condemnation of a society which prizes titles and
fortunes above the happiness of its members.
Ronald Paulson comments that Marriage a la Mode makes more of
an indictment of society than "A Harlot's Progress," where both the
individual and society are condemned, because "whereas the Harlot
made her own choice, the individual [in Marriage] is innocent and
simply imposed upon."'*' However, Moll, like Hogarth's other
characters, is negligibly denounced. Even the heartless Tom Nero
Paulson, Life^ I 486.
^ Quennell, ProgresSy 177.
Jarrett, Englandy 206.
Paulson, Lifey 1:484.
Paulson, Lifcy 1:483.
Paulson, Lifcy 1:467.
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becomes a victim of sorts as he is brutalized on the anatomist's table in
an act that exceeds even his most scandalous crime. The representation
of death in all these prints calls attention to the circumstances that
precede it, the forces that cause it and the corruption that endures after
it. Hogarth focuses less on the choices of the deceased individual than
the lack of involvement from figures they are dependant upon,
paragons upon whom they should be able to rely. Hogarth's death
scenes ultimately reveal what adults as well as children often say as an
excuse for their bad behavior: "It's all our parents' fault," which allows
them to respond with that most universally annoying of retorts, "But
everybody's doing it!"

